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Abstract    
Purpose: The aim of this study is to review relevant literature in the field of organisational 
behaviour, management, criminology, psychology and sociology on counterproductive work 
behaviour to proposing a conceptual framework for the potentially moderating influence of moral 
identity on the relationship between self-esteem and counterproductive work behaviour.  
Design/methodology/approach: The current study takes a form of literature review in the field of 
management studies to propose a conceptual framework 
Research implication: The studies in this area will lead to the development of more efficient 
processes for preventing Counterproductive Work Behavior in organizations and contribute to the 
overall organizational performance. 
Originality: This study is distinct from prior studies by proposing the moderating influence of 
moral identity on the relationship between self-esteem and counterproductive work behaviour.  
Keywords: Counterproductive work behaviour, conceptual framework, moral identity and Self-esteem. 
1.0 Introduction 
Counterproductive work behavior (CWB) as 
organizational issues has long been recognized by 
researchers and practitioners alike (Hafidz, 2012). 
Since the Seminal work of Mangione and Quinn 
(1975), the accumulating evidence on CWB 
suggests that there is growing interest in this 
behaviour.  Plausibly due to its prevalence and 
negative consequences for individuals, 
organisations, and its stakeholders.  
Counterproductive work behavior can be defined as 
actions that can harm organizations or people in 
organizations (Spector, Fox, & Domagalski, 
2006). Counterproductive work behaviors can 
range in severity from minor offenses such as 
stealing a pen to serious offenses such as 
embezzling millions from an organization.  They 
can occur at either the interpersonal level or at an 
organizational level. Counterproductive work 
behaviors at the interpersonal level are behaviors 
that affect the employees within the organization 
and include acts such as favoritism, gossip, and 
harassment. At the organizational level, CWBs are 
behaviors directed towards the organization; these 
include behaviors such as absenteeism and misuse 
of the organizational assets. 
Extant empirical studies suggest that CWBs 
negatively decreased employee‟s productivity, 
increased in job dissatisfaction, psychological 
stress and also lead to a rise in turnover. Anecdotal 
evidence showed that economically, the annual 
costs of CWBs to organizations has been as much 
as $200 billion for employee theft; $4.2 billion for 
workplace violence; and $400 billion for various 
types of fraudulent behaviour. Similarly, Hollinger 
and Adams, (2010) reported that employee theft 
accounted for over 45% of inventory loss in the 
year 2010, which is estimated at $15.9 billion, by 
U.S. retailers. Also, international reports estimated 
that about 7% of organizational revenue is lost in 
2013 (Association of Certified Fraud Examiners, 
2013). Psychologically, Cowen and Marcel, (2011) 
suggested that CWBs negatively affects both 
organisation and the individual who engages in 
such behaviour especially when they are exposed. 
While Griffin, O‟Leary-Kelly, and Collins (1998) 
pointed that employees who display 
counterproductive workplace behaviours are more 
likely to have a lack of confidence at work, 
experience low self-esteem as well as an increased 
in physical and psychological pains. 
The incidence of CWBs is a global issue including 
developing nations. Specifically, Nigeria is not 
excluded from this phenomenon, on the Nigerian 
public service organisations, a biometric audit of 
government establishments revealed that over 
43,000 of the employees (38%) on the nominal roll, 
did not exist or „ghost workers‟ (Duke II & 
Kankpang, 2012). It was observed that about £220 
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billion or $380 billion between 1960 and 1999 has 
been siphoned by public officials in Nigeria 
(Obuah, 2010). Previous literature indicates that 
Nigeria has one of the world‟s most corrupt public 
sectors whereby theft of public funds, 
embezzlement, and bribery pervade all strata of 
government (Human Rights Watch, 2010). Also, 
counterproductive work behaviour such as 
unnecessary absence, late coming, leaving early, 
working slowly, sabotage equipment, fraud, theft, 
aggression and sexual harassment is increasing in 
Nigerian public sector. The Study shows that 69% 
of the public officials were corrupt (Transparency 
International, 2013).  
Due to the lack of study in developing or 
underdeveloped countries, necessitate a study that 
can identify factors causing counterproductive 
work behaviour Nigeria. The objective of this 
paper is to propose a framework of the influence of 
self-esteem on counterproductive work behavior 
and the influence of moral identity as a moderator. 
Theoretically, validated findings of this proposed 
framework will offer empirical evidence on the 
effect of moral identity and self-esteem on 
counterproductive work behaviour, thus enriching 
the existing literature.  
2.0 Literature Review 
2.1 Counterproductive Work Behaviour 
Counterproductive work behaviour (CWB) is a 
volitional act that harms or intends to harm 
organizations or people in organizations (Spector, 
2011). It ranges in severity from minor offenses 
such as stealing a pen to serious offenses such as 
embezzling millions from an organization.  They 
can occur at either the interpersonal level or at an 
organizational level. Counterproductive work 
behaviours at the interpersonal level are behaviours 
that affect the employees within the organization 
and include acts such as favouritism, gossip, and 
harassment. At the organizational level, CWBs are 
behaviours directed towards the organization; these 
include behaviours such as absenteeism and misuse 
of the organizational assets. 
Various terminologies have been used to describe 
CWB in the literature. Although the terminologies 
are very similar, there may still be slight 
differences among them. The nomenclature include 
Workplace Deviance (Robinson & Bennett, 1995), 
Workplace Aggression (Spector, 1978), Workplace 
Violence and Aggression (Barling, Dupré, & 
Kelloway, 2009), Organizational Misbehaviour 
(Vardi & Wiener, 1996), Revenge (Vardi & 
Wiener, 1996), Antisocial Behaviour (Neuman & 
Baron, 1997) and Dysfunctional Workplace 
Behaviour (Griffin et al., 1998). A comprehensive 
review of the literature on counterproductive work 
behaviour indicates that some early studies have 
attempted to classify counter-productivity into 
various dimensions (Hollinger & Clark, 1982). 
Robinson and Bennett (1995) in their studies are 
observed that although Hollinger and Clark (1983) 
provided a useful categorization of CWB, it was 
considered in comprehensive due to its failure to 
account for behaviours directed at individuals. A 
two-dimensional model of counterproductive work 
behaviour is distinguishing organizational, and the 
individual has gained considerable acceptance in 
the literature (Dalal, 2005; Spector et al., 2010). 
Previous research has used some of the 
organizational-related factors such as perceived 
organizational support (Bedi & Schat, 2013), 
perceived organizational justice (Chernyak-Hai & 
Tziner, 2014), perceived organizational politics 
(Bedi & Schat, 2013) and individual factors such as 
agreeableness, negative affectivity, 
conscientiousness, emotional intelligence and job 
stress, among others. However, few studies have 
attempted to consider the influence of self-esteem 
and work counterproductive behaviour.  If found, 
they have reported conflicting findings. Therefore, 
a moderating variable is suggested by this study.  
2.2 Self-Esteem 
According to Rosenberg, (1979), the concept of 
self-esteem refers to the individual‟s overall 
feelings and thoughts regarding himself as a social 
object. To the researcher, it is a dynamic system 
that guides the individual behavior usually learned 
through social interactions. Previous studies have 
attempted to classify the self-concept into 
conceptions and evaluation.  For example, Gecas 
(1982) sees it as content, role identities. In other 
words, it depicts self-image. Whereas, self-
evaluations involve personal evaluation and 
emotional feeling about oneself which some call 
self-esteem or efficacy. Previous definitions of the 
concept of Self-esteem indicates it as an overall 
individual assessment of his status or worth as a 
human being or the value he attaches to himself as 
a social being (Baumeister, 1998). Accordingly, 
Leary and Tangney (2003) suggested that there a 
link between high self-esteem and positive 
outcomes for an individual. This is because of the 
need to achieve physical as well as psychological 
well-being. It has been described in different ways 
by various theorists but is fundamentally the 
evaluation and appraisal of attitude toward the self 
(Orth & Robins, 2014). 
2.3 Self-esteem and Counterproductive Work 
Behaviour 
Eilam and Shamir (2005) describes self-concept as 
a construct that combines perceptions, attitude and 
beliefs of an individual regarding the person as an 
object”. The overall self-evaluation of positive or 
negative, known as self-esteem, has an influence on 
individual behaviour and outcome of such conduct. 
Judge and Bono, (2001) have linked self-esteem 
with self-efficacy and job performance. It has also 
been associated with life-satisfaction, extroversion, 
as well as emotional stability ( Robins, Tracy, 
Trzesniewski, Potter, & Gosling, 2001). 
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Self-consistency theory (Korman, 1970) suggests 
that to maintain cognitive consistency between 
attitudes and behaviours, individuals engage in 
actions that are consistent with their overall views 
of themselves. The self-consistency theory draws 
upon cognitive consistency or balance theories 
(Festinger, 1957). In the deliberating on the 
behaviour self-esteem relation, it is argued that 
those individuals are motivated to perform task or 
job in a manner that is consistent with their self-
image. In other words, the self-consistency theory 
postulates that high-performance is expected from 
individuals with high self-esteem when compared 
to those with low self-esteem. Given that self-
consistency theory, emphases on job performance 
and that counterproductive behaviour are one of the 
components of job performance (Viswesvaran & 
Ones, 2000). Also, the rationale for the theory 
further suggests an adverse effect of self-esteem on 
deviance. In analogy, individuals with high self-
esteem are expected to exhibit fewer deviant 
behaviours. Indeed, this perspective has often been 
advanced in self-esteem and deviance research 
(Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996). 
Base on the consistency theory (Korman, 1970)  
and work motivation, some research opportunities 
for the relationship between self-esteem, employee 
performance, and satisfaction have emerged. 
Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, and Bouvrette (2003) 
pointed that the self-esteem of a person can depend 
on many work-related domains. Furthermore, 
according to Ferris, Brown, Lian, and Keeping 
(2009), if an individual considers himself to be 
competent enough to perform a given job, his level 
of performance will automatically be increased. In 
line with this theory, where an employee perceives 
himself as competent, qualified, and skilful for a 
job, the higher would be his performance 
(Donnellan, Trzesniewski, Robins, Moffitt, & 
Caspi, 2005). Given the application of the theory to 
various life situations and the underlying principle 
of self-consistent that individuals did things that are 
consistence with their live image even in a work 
environment, it is anticipated that this theory would 
provide support for the self-esteem – 
counterproductive behaviours. 
Whelpley and Mcdaniel (2011) conduct a meta-
analysis between self-esteem and 
counterproductive work behaviour. The aim was to 
evaluate assess the relation between self-esteem 
and job performance as well as its effects on 
individuals and organizations. It was discovered 
that is inconsistency in the findings. Especially the 
relationship between self-esteem and 
Counterproductive behaviour. Incorporating two 
moderators of the relationship that is age and 
organization-based self-esteem, the estimated 
figures show that age had a moderating influence 
specifically in the sample of the older group.  
However, organisation-based self-esteem depicted 
a different impact on counterproductive behaviour. 
In another study on the relationship between work 
conditions, self-esteem and outcome, Kuster, Orth, 
and Meier (2013) found that self-esteem predicted 
better working conditions and outcomes. The study 
sampled 663 individuals using data obtained from 
independent longitudinal studies. Also, the result of 
the reverse effects was insignificant. Hence, 
researchers suggest a potential moderator towards a 
better understanding of working relationship 
between self-esteem and counterproductive 
behaviour. 
Proposition: Self-esteem has an adverse influence 
on counterproductive work behavior 
(CWB)  
2.4 Moral Identity 
The foundation of moral behaviour developed from 
a cognitive approach, history has provided the 
paradigm mainly for examining moral behaviour in 
organizations  (Jones, 1991). The rationalist model 
assumes that moral behaviour is the product of 
reasoning process which is a conscious and 
deliberate action. In the psychological literature, 
moral identity refers as a self-conception that is 
based on moral traits or characteristics of 
individuals (Aquino & Reed, 2002). It has been 
suggested that these traits or characteristics are a 
sort of mechanism for moral behaviour that may 
lead to desirable outcomes (Hart, Atkins, & Ford, 
2010). For this purpose, it is important to 
understand how one‟s moral identity has the 
potential to affect important outcomes in the 
workplace such as CWBs. 
2.5 Moral Identity and Counterproductive 
Work Behaviour  
Existing studies on moral identity and its 
relationship to CWBs are tiny (Brown, 2012). The 
majority of the studies on moral identity have 
examined its relationship with moral and immoral 
behaviours in settings other than the workplace 
(Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Although there is limited 
research to addressing moral identity and “dark” 
employee behaviour, a study by  Skarlicki, van 
Jaarsveld and Walker (2008) investigated the "dark 
side" of organizational behaviour and found that 
employee sabotage is most often by frustrated 
employees to perceived mistreatment in an 
organisation. By using a sample of 358 customer 
service representatives, the result shows that 
interpersonal injustice positively relates to 
customers sabotage and the correlation among 
injustice and sabotage were more pronounced for 
individuals who are high in symbolization and a 
weak moderating influence among individuals who 
are high in internalization. In addition, the results 
show that sabotage has an adverse relationship with 
job performance. 
Hardy and Carlo (2005) argued that the reason 
moral identity is negatively linked to immoral, 
norm-violating behaviours such as CWBs is 
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because it provides a basis for absolute moral 
policies and standards. These rules and standards 
act as guidelines for self-regulation that results in 
fewer instances of lying, cheating, and stealing 
(Daniels, Diddams, & Duzer, 2011). Another way 
to view this is by thinking of these standards as a 
mechanism for moral motivation. Individuals with 
low moral identity do not have the same moral 
standards as those with high moral identity, and 
thus, they are less likely to engage in certain CWBs 
that negatively impact on organizations such as 
theft and more liable to participate in unethical 
behaviours. 
Proposition: Moral identity has a negative 
influence on counterproductive 
work behavior (CWB) 
2.6 Moral Identity as a Moderator between Self-
Esteem and Counterproductive Work 
Behaviour 
Although there is existing relationship between 
self-esteem and CWBs, results are inconsistent 
some have negative while some have positive 
relations (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 
2003; Ferris, Brown, Lian, & Keeping, 2009; 
Whelpley & Mcdaniel, 2011). Previous researchers 
have suggested the introduction of moderating 
influence where there is existing contradictory 
research findings to strengthen or weaken the 
relationship (Kura, Shamsudin, & Chauhan, 2014). 
According to social identity theory (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979), individuals‟ self-concept consists of 
multiple identities simultaneously, such as gender, 
ethnic, or occupational identity. As a kind of social 
identity, when moral identity occupies a more 
prominent place within the person's overall self-
schema about other characters, the study proposes 
that the individual is more likely to express 
attitudes, cognitions, and behaviours that are 
consistent with the traits around which their moral 
self-definition is organized. It is in this way that 
moral identity corresponds to a conception of the 
self as being a relatively stable mental 
representation (Pinker, 1997;  Robins, Norem, & 
Cheek, 1999). This stable mental image may be 
substantial for understanding why employees may 
react differently to CWB. This is because a person's 
self-identity or its dominant facets can control, and 
organize the stimuli that enter the mind as well as 
the processes and operations of which the mind is 
ultimately composed (Robins et al., 1999). Like 
other individual difference variables, we argue that 
a person's moral identity can moderate the 
relationship between self-esteem and 
Counterproductive Work Behaviour.   
Moral identity has a positive effect on interpersonal 
and intergroup relationships. People whose moral 
identity has high self-importance showed strong 
empathy and low aggression (Hardy, Walker, 
Rackham, & Olsen, 2012), low antisocial 
behaviour (Sage, Kavussanu, & Duda, 2006), were 
less likely to seek revenge against the harm doer 
(Reed & Aquino, 2003), and reported low 
vengeance (Skarlicki & Rupp, 2010). Research also 
found that individuals with stronger sense of moral 
identity were more likely to have greater moral 
awareness or lower moral disengagement, which 
will encourage them to engage in ethical (Aquino 
& Reed, 2002; Reed & Aquino, 2003) and less self-
interested behaviour (Behavior, Decelles, Derue, 
Ceranic, & Margolis, 2012; Reynolds & Ceranic, 
2007). 
Recently, Mingzheng, Xiaoling, Xubo, and 
Youshan (2014) investigate the influence of 
organisational injustice on employees‟ 
counterproductive work behaviours (CWB) and 
moral identity as a moderator, with a sample of 263 
public servants in East China. The survey findings 
showed that organisational justice and moral 
identity interacted in influencing Chinese 
employees‟ CWB. Specifically, the study revealed 
that the moral identity of Chinese staff was low, the 
negative correlation between organisational justice 
and CWB was more pronounced.  
These well-established functions of the self, lead 
the research to propose that relative accessibility of 
certain types of identities that form a part of the 
person's overall self-schema can either compete 
against or support the influence of CWBs. By this 
theoretical evidence, current study proposes that 
moral identity will moderate the relationship 
between those constructs. 




behavior (CWB).  
2.7 Theoretical Framework 
Based on the prior empirical evidence and 
theoretical gaps identified in the preceding 
sections, a conceptual framework for this paper 
was developed illustrating the relationship between 
self-esteem and CWBs, and the influence of moral 
identity as a moderating variable on self-esteem 
and CWBs relationship. In explaining the 
moderating influence of moral identity on the 
relationship between self-esteem and 
Counterproductive Work Behaviour, this study 
suggests the extent of the influence on employees 
to engage in counter-productivity. The stronger the 
individual's moral beliefs to resist pressure, the less 
likely he or she will engage in CWB. Given the 
empirical support for Social Identity Theory (SIT) 
across various organizational settings, it is 
proposed that this theory would provide empirical 
support for moral identity as a moderating variable 
in the relations between Self-esteem and 
Counterproductive Work Behaviours. 
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Figure 1: Research framework 
3.0 Conclusion 
This paper has presented a proposed model of the 
potential moderating influence of moral identity on 
the relationships between self-esteem and 
counterproductive work behavior as depicted in 
Figure 1. The proposed model has several critical 
implications for minimizing counterproductive 
work behaviors in the workplace. First, if the 
proposed framework is validated, the finding will 
provide valuable insight to managers and 
practitioners into the significant influence of moral 
identity in mitigating counterproductive work 
behavior. Secondly, the paper also suggests if the 
proposed framework is validated, the study also 
contributes to the existing body of knowledge by 
offering empirical support on the influence of 
moral identity in mitigating counter productivity at 
workplace. By incorporating moral identity to 
moderate the relationship between self-esteem and 
CWBs, the study will help management in 
predicting those staff that is more likely to 
participate in counter-productivity at work through 
integrity test. 
Thirdly, the proposed model suggests that moral 
identity may buffer the relationship between self-
esteem and counterproductive work behavior. 
Additional research in this area will lead to the 
development of more efficient processes for 
preventing CWBs in organizations and contribute 
to the overall organizational performance. 
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